
 SSmall entities of any
kind—whether business-
es on Main Street, rural
governments, or rural

community colleges—benefit by
banding together and learning from
each others’ mistakes and success-
es.  Successful programs at rural
community colleges, such as the
ones described in this article, could
take root at other community col-
leges if the right conditions exist.  

What improves the likelihood
of a program’s successful replica-
tion?  Replication is never exact,
and can occur two ways.  First, the
underlying idea or solution can be
repeated but carried out differently.
For example, in a rural area without
a major employer, a focus on train-
ing in entrepreneurship may boost
the local economy.  Entrepreneurial
education would be the program to
replicate, but the approach might
be tailored to the new school’s sur-
roundings.  Second, elements of a
successful program can be duplicat-
ed to reach a different goal.  For
example, creating an alliance
between the college and local orga-
nizations would advance virtually
any goal that benefits the local

area.  In this instance, it is the
process and mechanisms that are
replicated, not the program. 

Drawing from benchmark 
practices at rural community col-
leges as identified through USDA’s
Fund for Rural America project, this
article presents innovative activities
at rural community colleges that
improve local economies, and 
analyzes factors affecting their
replicability by other colleges.

Community Colleges Are Important
to Rural Economic Development

Rural America is struggling to
build and sustain the competitive-
ness of local industries at a time
when requirements for advanced
technologies and skills are increas-
ing.  In the recent past, industries
chose rural sites because of their
low costs and available, nonorga-
nized labor; these companies did
not require access to advanced
technology or skills.  Today, eco-
nomic and technological forces are
shifting the factors that afford com-
petitive advantage to higher levels
of skills and technology.  Rural 2-

year colleges are helping rural busi-
nesses (especially locally owned
and small and midsized enterprises)
and labor forces adapt to the new
economy.  

Community and technical (2-
year in the U.S.) colleges have vast
experience in delivering innovative
services, education, and training to
rural industries to help them mod-
ernize.  Because 2-year colleges are
less ensconced in tradition and are
not as bound by State requirements
as most 4-year institutions, they are
freer to respond to market
demands and conditions.  As a
recent issue of the Appalachian
Regional Commission’s quarterly
magazine noted, “Community col-
leges refuse to be typecast.  They
repeatedly learn to play new
roles...they provide windows to the
world outside their open areas
and—at least those under strong
leadership—consider it a moral
imperative to serve as agents of
change” (Baldwin, p. 4).

More specifically, the college
practices that reinvigorate commu-
nities include those that:
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Innovation and Replication
Can Community College 
Successes Be Repeated?

Some rural community colleges have engineered effective partnerships to
reverse declining local economies by sponsoring innovative training and other
practices.  The small scale and isolation of many rural community colleges can
be overcome by replicating successful and creative practices from elsewhere,
thus adding to a network of innovative and locally rooted colleges.  

Cynthia D. Liston
Linda L. Swanson

Volume 16, Issue 2/Summer 2001���������	
����������	
�

Cynthia Liston is Director of Workforce Development
at Regional Technology Strategies, Inc. in Carrboro,

NC; Linda Swanson is a self-employed research con-
sultant living in North Carolina’s Randolph County.



Represent creative alliances
with businesses, other educa-
tional institutions, or related
agencies;

Overcome skill shortages,
allowing businesses to operate
at capacity and/or expand;

Provide displaced, underem-
ployed workers or youth a 
second chance;

Bring new information about
technology, markets, or better
business operations to small
and midsized firms;

Encourage or support entrepre-
neurship;

Raise productivity by improving
technical education programs;

Enhance links with and knowl-
edge of the international 
economy.   

Many administrators and facul-
ty at community colleges are isolat-
ed from innovative practices, short
of information obtained from
regional meetings, conferences, and
journals.  Such information often
lacks the depth, detail, and objec-
tivity to support improvement and
change.  And this shortcoming par-
ticularly besets small, underserved,
and rural community colleges.  

Regional Technology Strategies,
Inc. (RTS), an economic and work-
force development policy organiza-
tion located in Carrboro, NC, initiat-
ed a competition in 1998 to identi-
fy innovative and exemplary
(benchmark) practices related to
rural development at community
colleges.  This project is being con-
ducted under the auspices of the
Trans-Atlantic Technology and
Training Alliance (TA3), a consor-

tium of 28 leading technical col-
leges in the U.S. South, Europe, 
and South Africa that supports
exchange and innovation in techni-
cal education and regional econom-
ic development through collabora-
tive projects, conferences, and
research.  RTS, along with Learning
and Teaching Scotland in Glasgow,
manages this alliance, begun in
1995 as an outgrowth of a U.S.-only
network of community colleges
called the Consortium for Manu-
facturing Competitiveness created
by the Southern Growth Policies
Board in 1988. 

Guiding TA3 is the opportunity
to observe and examine practices
outside U.S. borders (particularly in
other advanced industrial econo-
mies).  For the same reason, the
Fund for Rural America project
chose to focus not only on success-
ful practices in the United States,
but also on those undertaken in
other nations by institutions most
closely resembling community col-
leges.  These include, for example,
Further Education colleges in the
UK, Institutes of Technology in
Ireland, technical colleges in
Denmark, and vocational schools in
Austria.

For the Benchmark Practices
for Local Economies competition,
colleges could nominate their own
program or outside organizations
could do so.  The 6-month nomina-
tion process occurred through eco-
nomic development and communi-
ty college conferences and meet-
ings, announcements on numerous
listserve newsletters, direct mail to
heads of State community college
systems, and an advertising cam-
paign in Community College Times.
RTS sought international nomina-
tions through contacts with educa-
tion ministries, European Union
officials, and two European-based
education and economic develop-

ment consultants.  RTS received
122 nominated practices at com-
munity and technical colleges,
including some from colleges in
countries as far flung as Iceland
and New Zealand.  

Factors Affecting Successful
Replication

Programs Can Capitalize on the
Area’s Natural Environment

Many rural community colleges
are in remote places, making it dif-
ficult to attract both commuters
and manufacturing concerns that
require frequent shipment of goods
in and out of the area.  Yet the
same areas are often rich in natural
renewable resources, such as fish
or timber.  A community college
can strengthen the local economy
by designing a program to increase
the local area’s proportion of total
revenue generated by this resource. 

Inverness College, located in
the Scottish Highlands (a region
threaded with rivers and surround-
ed by the sea) implemented a pro-
gram to increase the local residents’
share of the fish farming industry.
The program also facilitates college
attendance for the residents in the
college’s catchment area.

Students in Inverness’ aquacul-
ture program participate in onsite
training as an employee of a fish
farm and online training with an
Internet-based learning site they
can access from home.  For those
without Internet access, the course
is also available on CD.  The pro-
gram’s design reduces lost man-
power for the employer and lost
income for the employee, while
providing training specific to the
industry as well as training in com-
puter skills.  Completion of this
competence-based program results
in a nationally recognized certifi-
cate, increasing a student’s career
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options and chances for advance-
ment.  The program could be easily
modified according to other indus-
try standards.

Entrepreneurial Training Eases 
Loss of a Large Employer

The loss of a single large
employer or the decline of an
industry sector can create a sharp
economic downturn in a rural area.
Attracting a new large employer to
fill the void is not easy.  A commu-
nity college program that teaches
entrepreneurial skills can enable

students to earn an income inde-
pendently and can instill flexibility
in a workforce.

Stanly Community College in
North Carolina rose to this chal-
lenge, with the decline of the textile
industry, by targeting underskilled
and underemployed residents with
entrepreneurial interests.  Stanly
adapted the Rural Entrepreneurship
through Action Learning (REAL)
program, which originated in
Georgia and North Carolina.
Stanly’s REAL program grounds a
student in market analysis, business

plans, and target population stud-
ies, then provides the opportunity
to apply for short-term loans to
launch the intended business.
Since 1993, REAL graduates have
established more than 30 new 
businesses in Stanly County.  

Community College and Local
Industry Alliance 

Industries in rural areas
throughout the United States have
cited lack of adequate training as
undermining the local labor force.
Community colleges that join
forces with a local industry to
develop courses and offer appren-
ticeships can improve both a 
student’s learning and earning
capacity.

Great Basin College in Nevada
energized the regional economy by
helping a network of mining com-
panies train local technicians to
modernize operations and reduce
waste.  The partnership has lasted
for a decade, testimony to the bene-
fits the industry has realized by cul-
tivating a high-skill labor pool
rather than importing technicians
from eastern coal mining areas.
While the focus of the program is
mining, some graduates have
secured employment in other
industries such as manufacturing
and construction.  

The mining industry’s and the
college’s ability to tailor the pro-
gram to evolving needs has been
crucial to its endurance. The most
significant changes have been alter-
ing training schedules so that com-
panies are not left short-handed
and expanding training from 
industrial maintenance to diesel,
electrical, and welding technology.
Similar partnerships could be set
up to support any industry cluster
in a remote area.  
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How Benchmark Practices Were Chosen
RTS has identified benchmark practices, not benchmark colleges.  Few (if
any) colleges do everything well.  And indeed most colleges excel in at
least one area.  The intention here has been to find a discrete program or
initiative within a community college that has demonstrated a profound
effect on nonmetro areas in terms of innovation, sustainability, scale, and
local support/partnerships.   

“Benchmark” practices were selected in a two-stage process.  Based on
information provided by the colleges, a panel of economists, community
college executives, policymakers, and rural development specialists
selected 62 out of the 122 nominated practices to investigate further for
possible inclusion in the final compendium.  After this first cut, RTS con-
ducted telephone interviews with three references for each program who
were either partners, customers, or funders of the college practice in
order to validate program outcomes.  RTS also requested additional sup-
porting documentation of program impacts, press coverage, etc. from
each of the colleges.  The panel met again to consider these additional
data and selected 43 as “benchmark” practices.  RTS will publish (in hard
copy and on the web) brief case studies of each of these practices, plus
more indepth case studies of seven of the most interesting ones in 2001.

This project enables other colleges to replicate, in part if not in whole, ele-
ments of noteworthy practices.  By identifying the contexts and environ-
ments (economic, natural, structural, etc.) conducive to such innovation,
aspirant colleges are better able to assess and adapt practices.  

To provide this “richer” context, the case studies include data about the
community in which the college is located and address replicability
issues.  Further, the final compendium of benchmark practices will cross-
classify practices according to the type of economy in which they oper-
ate (e.g., primarily agricultural, manufacturing, or natural resource-
based), geographic location, and program target, so that college staff and
others may more easily find matches for their own circumstances. 



Community Partnership 
in Planning 

In rural regions with a declin-
ing economy, often the local work-
force has already lost its most high-
ly trained members.  Halting the
workforce decline requires training
or retraining the remaining 
workforce as well as the youth
approaching working age.
Community businesses and local
organizations that work with lower-
skilled residents each have a stake
in turning the local economy
around.  A community college can
enrich such a program by partner-
ing with businesses and other 
community-based organizations
from planning to placement.

Hibbing Community College in
Minnesota created a successful
Information Specialist and
Workplace Skills Upgrade program
by teaming with community
groups—such as a public housing
organization and a family invest-
ment center—knowledgeable about
people needing training, as well as
local businesses in need of trained
employees.  The program tailors
training opportunities to the needs
of local businesses and produces a
specialized workforce attractive to
similar businesses considering relo-
cation.  By partnering with local
community agencies, the college’s
offerings are more accessible to its
nontraditional students.

This very outreach makes local
investment in Hibbing’s program
attractive, fostering its continuation
and ongoing improvement.  A com-
munity college with faculty exper-
tise in the selected training areas
can replicate Hibbing’s success by
creating strong local “stakeholder”
partnerships to help guide the 
program. 

Structural Elements Can Affect
Replication Efforts

Quality of Leadership Plays
Important Role

College leadership and the 
personal strengths of key personnel
play a large role in the success of
any program.  When a college 
president makes an institutionwide
commitment to a practice and 
commits resources to help ensure
results, there is a greater likelihood
of success.  

With two major plant closings
in 5 years, North Carolina’s
Haywood County was facing eco-
nomic decline in the early 1990s.
But despite ongoing economic dis-
tress in surrounding counties, the
county has held its own, in part
because of Haywood Community
College’s Entrepreneurial Learning
Initiative.  This program applies
entrepreneurial ideas to all of the
college’s curricular programs and
encourages the development of
small business enterprises.
Between 1990 and 1998, two-thirds
of the graduates of the professional
crafts program started their own
business, and 88 percent were still
in operation.  The collegewide pro-
gram has spawned a regional entre-
preneurial resource center, an
annual entrepreneurial conference,
a network of entrepreneurs that
cross regional boundaries, and 
a quarterly entrepreneurial 
newsletter.  

This comprehensive reach
stems from the college leadership’s
commitment, a commitment that
also infuses college actions with
entrepreneurial principles.  College
leaders help staff, faculty and stu-
dents think and act as responsible,
proactive, interdependent entrepre-

neurs.  The goal is making entre-
preneurship not just a program but
a mode of operation for the college.

State System Influences the 
Nature of Replication 

Replication efforts can be ham-
pered or fostered by the State sys-
tem in which a college operates
and by its governance structure.
Some community colleges are
autonomous within their systems
and enjoy leeway to enact pro-
grams and undertake initiatives
independently.  Others are more
tightly linked to the State commu-
nity college system and have less
independence—particularly fiducia-
ry independence.  However, with
respect to innovation and replica-
bility, there can be advantages to
both situations.  

A tightly linked community 
college system (such as that in
Colorado, New Hampshire, or
Georgia) means innovations are
more quickly replicated and
increase in scale.  For example, 
several community colleges in
Colorado jointly piloted an e-com-
merce training program for busi-
nesses.  The timeframe for the pro-
gram’s development was quite
short; however, colleges pooled
resources by working together.
Other community colleges in the
State have already adopted the
resulting training program, particu-
larly in rural areas where business-
es are less aware of the Internet’s
utility. 

Conversely, colleges that are
more autonomous (such as those in
Ohio, North Carolina, and Texas)
have more flexibility to respond to
local needs and to assume nontra-
ditional roles.  For example,
Hocking College, a public 2-year
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college in southern Ohio, offers
innovative and leading-edge curric-
ular programs.  The college presi-
dent has discretion to start and end
programs without State approval
and he has frequently done so.
The college has recently initiated
programs such as ecotourism,
aquaculture/fish hatchery manage-
ment (which includes a college-run
fish farm), archeology, global posi-
tioning systems, and geographic
information systems, all of which
are very rare among 2-year col-
leges.  The college is using these
programs to help establish competi-
tive niche industries within this
heavily forested rural area, particu-
larly in the area of ecotourism.
Hocking is also very active in
downtown revitalization and other
community initiatives.  

Funding Scarce for Sustaining or
Replicating Innovative Programs  

Finding money to sustain or
replicate innovative practices is
often difficult.  Frequently colleges
can successfully compete for out-
side money to seed a new project
or idea, but this money soon runs
out, and a practice is then expected
to be self-sustaining or the college
must obtain other support.  Once a
project can no longer be called a
“pilot” project, funding is usually
based on the number of full-time
students or its equivalent, which is
low at small rural colleges.
Replication efforts also require
funding.  Replication can involve
innovation, and by adapting the
basic program, such efforts support
sustainability and can create a
more widely useful tool of 
economic development. 

The benchmark practices com-
pendium (to be published in 2001)
illustrates the ways that some col-
leges are supporting sustainability.
Two common scenarios for sustain-

ability are obtaining strong local
business support and fee-for-ser-
vices.  For example, when a 2-year
grant from the Ewing Kauffman
Foundation to Mississippi’s
Meridian Community College to
start its JumpStart entrepreneurship
program for minorities ended, col-
lege leaders convinced local busi-
ness leaders to fund the program.
At Hagerstown Community
College’s Technical Innovation
Center in western Maryland, the
business incubator with shared
manufacturing facilities became
self-sufficient after 2 years through
aggressive marketing and compre-
hensive services that are attractive
to startup companies. 

In these instances, the program
or service has an immediate and
concrete value.  Securing funding
for programs whose outcomes are
long term, of a more public nature,
and/or harder to measure remains
problematic.   

Replication Can Refine and
Improve Programs 

Through successive replications
in different settings, an underlying
program model arises, with a struc-

ture and a set of goals that can be
adapted by other community col-
leges.  For example, 3 of the bench-
mark practices named in our group
of 43 are based on a national pro-
gram, Rural Entrepreneurship
through Action Learning (REAL), 
yet each is successfully adapted to
meet particular local needs.  

In North Carolina, Stanly
Community College used the REAL
model to reverse the decline of the
textile industry and build the local
economy from within by retraining
the workforce with skills that foster
independence and flexibility.  Also
in North Carolina, Haywood
Community College is implement-
ing the REAL program across the
college’s entire curriculum, as
described earlier.  At Elizabethtown
Community College in Kentucky,
the REAL model was incorporated
into the State’s School-to-Work pro-
gram, showing middle-school chil-
dren the relevance of education,
familiarizing them with postsec-
ondary education, and introducing
them to entrepreneurial career
paths.

The many versions of the REAL
model and their success prove that
some programs actually lend them-
selves to replication.  And with evi-
dence of the model’s success in
other regions, potential investors
can be more confident that the 
proposed project will yield results.

Policy Lessons
It is evident from the diversity

and scope of innovative practices
that community colleges can be
effective catalysts for economic and
workforce development in rural
communities.  However, barriers
and shortcomings in terms of
resources and access mean that
innovation, and hence replication
(since replication is based on there
being innovative practices worth

24

Volume 16, Issue 2/Summer 2001���������	
����������	
�

Frequently colleges can 
successfully compete for 

outside money to seed a new
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practice is then expected to
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other support.



imitating), is too rare.  What can
policymakers do to foster innova-
tion among rural community 
colleges?

Increase resources.  
Community colleges are greatly

underfunded in most States.
Funding the improvement of facili-
ties, increasing faculty pay (and
thereby attracting better faculty),
and initiating responsive programs
would help spur innovation.  

Create an innovation fund.  
In 1997, the North Carolina

Rural Center held a competition for
rural community colleges to fund
projects that spur economic devel-
opment in their regions.  Resulting
projects included working with a
group of firms to create a joint
training program to improve worker
readiness for local companies,
imbedding entrepreneurial content
in an electronics program, and
bringing together local companies
in a network to identify common
issues for joint actions.  

Support college networking.  
Sponsoring conferences, writ-

ing case studies and articles about
innovative activities, and creating
more forums for community col-
leges to interact encourages peer
learning and replication.  A more
formal networking structure is to
designate and fund certain colleges
in a State as Centers of Excellence
(preferably through a competitive
process) either for a particular
industry (electronics, metalwork-
ing, information technology, etc.)
or for a specialty such as distance
learning.  While the center would
take the lead on developing new
initiatives and act as a statewide
resource, it should have specified

partner colleges with which it
shares expertise and resources.
Alabama uses this approach, and
North Carolina is considering it.

Encourage links with local 
stakeholders.  

Policymakers should consider
incentives for colleges to engage
local businesses, economic devel-
opment specialists, and community
groups in their activities.  Alliances
among local stakeholders leverage
resources and ensure responsive-
ness to an area’s particular needs.

Use community colleges as hubs for
information technology (IT).  

The “digital divide” between
rural and urban areas is immense.
Most States are grappling with
approaches to make sure rural
areas are not left behind.
Community colleges, often the only
higher-education option in a rural
area, can narrow the gap, and
indeed many benchmark practices
involve IT.  Roles include hosting
hard infrastructure, such as being a
node for broad bandwidth access to
the Internet and brokering services
to local businesses, and providing

IT skills to new and incumbent
workers.  Rural colleges can use 
IT to great advantage in distance
education.

Conclusions
The networks generated when

one college repeats another col-
lege’s program can reduce the
effects of small scale and isolation
felt by many rural community col-
leges.  Replication is an efficient
way for small colleges to create
effective programs for their area.  

Connecting with other colleges
and envisioning solutions used in
other economic environments are
also activities that spawn ideas for
one’s own environment.  Many
forms of replication are innovative
in their own right.  Adapting a pro-
gram created to address one situa-
tion so that it is just as effective in
another setting is itself a creative
process.  Such adaptation pushes
those who are planning a replica-
tion effort into an area of broader
consideration and scope, setting 
the stage for a continuous loop
between innovation and 
replication. 
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